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Between  1958,  when  Abdul  Karim 
Qasim  seized  power  in  Iraq,  and 
the  expiration  of  the  I  nited  King¬ 
dom's  formal  defense  commitment 
to  Kuwait  in  1971,  Britain's  Joint 
Intelligence  Committee  (JIC)  was 
charged  with  providing  warning  of 
potential  hostile  action  by  Iraq.  The 
JIC  possessed  relatively  few  collec¬ 
tion  assets,  a  fact  that  increased  the 
challenge  of  keeping  the  Foreign 
Office  and  the  War  Office  well 
informed  about  the  persistently  vol¬ 
atile  situation  in  the  Persian  Gulf. 
Britain  moved  forces  into  Kuwait  in 
June  1961  (Operation  Vantage)  in 
response  to  Iraqi  threats,  and  ten¬ 
sions  continued  to  ebb  and  flow  in 
succeeding  years. 

The  l.'K'.s  defense  of  Kuwait  is 
chronicled  in  an  extensive  collec¬ 
tion  of  documents,  man)  only 
recently  declassified.  These  papers 
portray  a  responsive  intelligence 
system,  despite  collection  limita¬ 
tions  and  the  amount  of  time  it 
took  to  redirect  assets.  The  docu¬ 
ments  illustrate  the  difficulty  of 
monitoring  idiosyncratic  leaders 
and  L.'K  frustration  with  human 
source  intelligence  and  "bazaar 
rumors"  that  could  not  be  corrobo¬ 
rated  by  technical  means.  Despite 
these  problems,  the  record  shows 
JIC  Assessments  to  be  well  crafted 
and  credible.  They  appear  to  have 
had  a  compelling  effect  on  l ' K  con¬ 
tingency  planning  and  force 
readiness  posture  against  Iraq 
throughout  the  1960s.1 


Setting  the  Scene 

The  Anglo-Kuwait  Treaty  of  1899 
governed  relations  between  Lon¬ 
don  and  Kuwait  until  1961.  This 
treaty  forbade  the  introduction  of 
other  foreign  diplomats  into  Kuwait 
or  Kuwaiti  territorial  concessions 
without  British  concurrence.  The 
agreement  implied  military  protec¬ 
tion  in  return  for  Kuwait's  allowing 
the  I'K  to  conduct  Kuwaiti  foreign 
relations 

An  exchange  of  letters  in  June  1961 
between  Shaikh  Abdullah  III  and 
Sir  William  Luce,  the  I'nited  King¬ 
dom's  Political  Resident,  redefined 
the  international  relationship.  At 
that  time,  the  l.'K  explicitly  agreed 
to  provide  military  assistance  to 
Kuwait  should  the  ruling  family 
request  it.  This  defense  agreement 
remained  the  driver  for  I'K  contin¬ 
gency  planning  until  it  lapsed  in 
May  1971.  although  in  the  interim 
Britain  persuaded  the  Kuwaiti  Gov¬ 
ernment  to  accept  modifications  to 
the  form  of  its  military  response.- 

Selected  dec  L.ssified  records  up  to  19~U  arc* 
available  in  the  Public  Records  Office1  (PRO) 
in  Kcw  Gardens,  outside-  London.  Citations  in 
parentheses.  Mich  as  (DKKK  1.4  208),  link  to 
the  relevant  folder  or  bound  volume  in  the 
PRO,  Additional  primary  sources,  up  to  1965. 
have  Ix’en  published  in;  A.  l)e  L  Rush. 
Records  of  Kuwait.  /«V99-/96/.  I'oreiRn 
■  \f fairs  U  (Slough.  Archive  Kdition,  1989).  and 
Anita  L.P  Burden.  Retards  of  Kuwait  /96/ 
/965  (Slough:  Archive  Kdition.  199™).  Far 
ci,l>h  Relations  of  the  (  nited  States.  1 9 5<5’ 

/ 969.  Sear  Hast  Region.  Volume  XII  (hereaf¬ 
ter  FR(  S).  provides  the  I  S  perspective  on 
Britain  in  the  Gulf  during  the  early  Qasim 
period. 

-  Richard  Schofield.  Kuwait  and  Iraq  Hist  or 
icaf  Claims  and  Tern  it /rial  Disputes  ( London: 
Royal  Institute  of  International  Affairs.  1991 ). 
pp.  58-90. 
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Iraqi  Threat 


Iraq  was  unstable  between  1958 
and  19M.  Ruling  uneasily  since 
seizing  power  in  1958.  Qasim 
reacted  quickly  and  with  vitriol  to 
the  Anglo-Kuwaiti  exchange  of  let¬ 
ters  in  1961.  Until  Qasim  was  killed 
during  a  coup  in  1963,  strident  Iraqi 
rhetoric  convinced 
Whitehall  that  it  did  not 
dare  rule  out  the  threat 
of  Iraqi  invasion.  Iraqi- 
Kuwaiti  relations 
improved  following 
Qasim's  death,  but  the 
UK  remained  attuned  to 
sudden  possible  shifts. 

Qasim's  successor. 

Abdul  Salam.  died  in  a 
helicopter  accident  in 
April  1966.  His  brother. 

Abdul  Rahman  Aref. 
governed  until  he  was 
killed  in  the  Baathist 
coup  of  July  1968. 

Despite  Baghdad’s  con¬ 
stant  expansionist 
rhetoric,  internal  rival¬ 
ries  fostered  an  inward 
focus.  Political  tensions 
encouraged  Iraqi  lead¬ 
ers  to  retain  forces  in 


Whitehall’s  greatest  fear 
was  that  domestic  unrest, 
primarily  in  Kuwait  but 
also  in  Iraq,  could 
endanger  the  flow  of  oil 
to  the  United  Kingdom. 


then — in  a  lengthy  annex — a  flesh¬ 
ing  out  of  methodology,  collection 
issues,  and  detailed  political,  eco¬ 
nomic.  and  military  estimates  on 
Iraq.  These  were  issued  irregularly 
until  the  UK  intervention  in  Kuwait 
in  1961.  At  that  point,  the  military 
requested  an  update  on 
Iraqi  intentions  every  four 
to  six  weeks,  although 
within  a  year  production 
shifted  to  a  semi-annual 
schedule.  JIG  Assessments 
invariably  addressed  likely 
Iraqi  attack  scenarios  and 
associated  warning  times. 
As  such,  they  provided 
input  into  the  UK's  contin¬ 
gency  planning  and 
influenced  the  alert  posture 
for  forces  committed  to 
defend  Kuwait/ 


British  Interests  in  the 
Region 

Between  mid-1958  and  mid- 
1961 .  JIG  Assessments 
focused  on  the  dangers  of 
internal  instability  in  Kuwait 


(CIA  map) 


Baghdad,  and  a  Kurdish  rebellion 
tied  down  much  of  the  rest  of  the 
Iraqi  army.1 

London  relied  upon  the  JIG  to 
orchestrate  national  level  intelli¬ 
gence  collection,  analysis,  and 
dissemination.  Comprising  senior 
members  of  the  Foreign  Office 
(later  Foreign  and  Commonwealth 
Office),  the  War  Office  (later  Minis¬ 
try  of  Defence),  and  the  Treasury, 
and  the  heads  of  the  three 

'  Miriam  Joyce.  Kuwait  1966.  An 
Anglo-American  Perspectuv  (London;  Frank 
Cass  Publishers.  1998) 


intelligence  and  security  agencies, 
the  JIG  was  the  sole  source  of  fin¬ 
ished  all-source  estimates  regarding 
Iraqi  and  Kuwaiti  capabilities  and 
intentions  These  were  similar  to 
National  Intelligence  Estimates  in 
the  United  States.  *  A  typical  long¬ 
term  JIG  Assessment  on  Iraq  might 
include  one  or  two  pages  of  con¬ 
clusions  for  senior  readership  and 

•  Her  Majesty's  Stationery  Office  (HMSO), 
Central  Intelligence  Machinery  (London; 
HMSO.  1996)  Many  JIC  documents  on  the 
Iraqi  threat  to  Kuwait  through  1962  are 
declassified  in  full:  beyond  that  year.  JIC 
papers  are  often  paraphrased  in  Chiefs  of 
Staff  correspondence  and  minutes. 


and  Iraq  and  the  likely  reaction  of 
other  countries  in  the  region  to  a 
possible  UK  intervention.  White¬ 
hall's  greatest  fear  was  that 
domestic  unrest,  primarily  in 
Kuwait  but  also  in  Iraq,  could 
endanger  the  flow  of  oil  to  the 

'  Chiefs  of  Staff  Committee,  '  Confidential 
Annex  to  meeting  of"  November  1961. 
Records  of  Kuwait  7967-/965.  volume  for 
1961.  ( Slough:  Archive  Edition.  199“). 
pp  2t“-2-f8  (hereafter  cited  as  Records  of 
Kuwait ).  Chiefs  of  Stall  (62)  55.  meeting  min¬ 
utes.  ‘  Iraqi  Threat  to  Kuwait."  Records  of 
Ministry  of  Defence  (hereafter  DFFL)  1  1  226. 
The  JIC  also  produced  current  intelligence 
updates  on  Iraq  and  routinely  discussed  Iraq 
in  its  weekly  worldwide  intelligence  sum- 
man' 
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United  Kingdom.  Consequently,  UK 
military  planning  focused  on  inter¬ 
vention  to  protect  oil  fields." 

To  support  military  contingency 
planning,  theJIC  also  addressed 
Iraq's  ability  to  invade  Kuwait,  but 
its  reports  clearly  and  repeatedly 
discounted  the  likelihood  of  aggres¬ 
sion.  Such  scenarios  did  not  drive 
UK  military  planning  at  that  time. 
Shortly  after  QasinVs  coup  in  1958. 
theJIC  assessed  that  the  new 
regime  would  be  neutralist  and 
closely  associated  will  the  United 
Arab  Republic  (UAR).  Although  it 
would  “no  doubt  maintain  Iraqi 
claims"  to  Kuwait,  theJIC  con¬ 
cluded  that  Qasim  was  unlikely  to 
invade.  Rather,  the  Iraqis  would  pin 
their  hopes  on  subversion  from 
within  Kuwait.'  However,  the  JIC. 
doubted  'even  this  scenario.  Mem¬ 
bers  judged  that  a  US  Special 
National  Intelligence  Estimate  of 
the  time  overstated  the  danger  of 
instability  in  Kuwait.  I  K  analysts 
believed  that  the  Iraqi  revolution 
had  “considerable  impact"  in 
Kuwait,  but  they  judged  that  the 
Kuwaiti  royal  family  was  deter¬ 
mined  to  avoid  a  similar  fate." 

1  There  is  a  wealth  of  I  K  at  d  l  S  documen¬ 
tation  on  Anglo-American  planning  for  mili¬ 

tary  intervention  in  the  M icicle  hast  during 
1958.  See:  message  from  State  Department  to 
American  Kmbassy  London.  51  July  1958: 
Memorandum  from  Assistam  Secretary  of 

State  for  Near  Kastern.  South  Asian,  and  Afri¬ 
can  Affairs  to  Secretary  of  St  tie  Dulles,  “I'S 
Position  Re  Actions  Required  to  Hold  Persian 
<  1  ii If  Positions  for  West.'  23.  uly  1958;  and 
memorandum  of  conference  with  President 
Eisenhower.  23  July  1958.  al  in  RRl  S,  pp.  93- 
100, 

'  JIC.  (58)  '6,  Immediate  Outlook  in  Iraq." 

5  August  1958.  Records  of  Cabinet  OJfitc 
(hereafter  CAB)  158  33 
*  Minutes  from  JIC!  meeting.  13  August  1958 
(CAB  159/50). 


ii 

Government 
decisionmaking  in  Iraq 
centered  around  Qasim, 
who  ...  ‘gives  many  who 
meet  him  the  impression 
that  he  is  verging  on 
madness.’ 

After  evaluating  the  capability  of 
the  Kuwaitis  to  sabotage*  their  own 
oilfields  and  assessing  conditions 
under  which  the  UK  might  feel 
compelled  to  intervene  in  Iraq,  the 
JIC  turned  its  attention  back  to  the 
Iraq-Kuwait  equation.1 * * * 5'  In  March 
1959.  UK  military  planners  asked 
the  JIC  to  discuss  how  Iraq  might 
invade  Kuwait;  they  explicitly 
stated  that  the  paper  was  not  to 
assess  the  likelihood  of  invasion.1" 
In  the  resulting  study,  the  JIC  con¬ 
cluded  that  an  Iraqi  invasion  force 
would  comprise  no  more  than  two 
brigade  groups  and  an  armored 
regiment  of  perhaps  70  tanks.  Some 
300  paratroopers  might  participate, 
although  this  was  unlikeh  .  The 
attack  would  receive  moderate  air 
support,  which  would  quickly 
become  slight.  The  inability  to 
properly  service  aircraft,  armor,  and 
motor  transport  was  likely  to  be 
high.  Hither  the  Soviets  or  the  UAR 
might  provide  materiel  and  ath  i- 
sory  support  to  the  invasion. 

Finally.  the  JIC  touched  upon  warn¬ 
ing:  “[Her  Majesty's  Government] 
may  expect  to  receive  not  less  than 


See  confidential  annex  to  Chief*  of  Staff 
Committee  meeting  Damage  to  Kuwait." 

22  July  1958.  and  "Military  Implications  of 
Extended  Operations  in  the  Middle  Ka*i." 

21  July  1958.  both  in  DEIT  t  109  Also  JIC 
(59)  21.  "Military  Intervention  :n  Iraq.”  9  IVb- 
ruan  1959  (CAB  158  35), 

‘"JIC  <  59)  28.  ernis  of  reference  for  JIC  paper 
on  the  Iracji  threat.  (>  March  1959  (CAB  158 
36). 


four  days'  warning  of  the  assembly 
of  an  invasion  force  in  the  Basrah 
area,  but.  once  this  is  assembled, 
she  could  expect  little  or  no  warn¬ 
ing  of  an  actual  invasion."" 

Although  characterizing  its  assess¬ 
ment  as  solely  a  military  capability 
study.  theJIC  also  opined,  “We 
believe  the  possibility  of  an  Iraqi 
attack  on  Kuwait  will  remain 
unlikely  up  to  the  end  of  I960, 
whatever  the  complexion  of  Iraq's 
government."  Hedging  its  bets, 
however.  theJIC  again  noted  that 
Baghdad  would  "no  doubt  main¬ 
tain  its  territorial  claim  against 
Kuwait."1-’ 

Responding  to  further  require¬ 
ments  from  the  Joint  Planning  Staff 
and  elsewhere,  theJIC  produced 
another  long-term  assessment  of 
Iraq  in  March  1961 — some  three 
months  before  the  UK  military 
intervention.  This  assessment  again 
devoted  only  a  few  lines  to  the 
likelihood  of  invasion  during  the 
next  year  given  the  lack  of  anti- 
Kuwait  rhetoric  coming  from  Bagh¬ 
dad.  The  JIC  concluded  that  the 
Iracji  Army  was  capable  of  little 
more  than  an  internal  security  role 
Moreover,  theJIC  noted  that  Qasim 
was  attempting  to  foster  a  general 
improv  ement  of  inter-Aral)  rela¬ 
tions  and  was  unlikely  to  reverse 
this  policy  just  when  he  was  begin¬ 
ning  to  achieve  success. 

•  Significantly,  however,  the  JIC 
study  pointed  out  that  govern¬ 
ment  decisionmaking  in  Iraq 
centered  around  Qasim.  who 

'•  Ibid. 

'  JIC  (59)  28.  "  Assessment  of  the  Iraqi  Threat 
to  Kuwait."  50  April  1959  (CAB  158  36), 
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suffered  "from  a  lack  of  mental 
balance,  which  makes  his  actions 
unpredictable  and  gives  many 
who  meet  him  the 
impression  that  he  is  verging  on 
madness."1-1 

The  March  1961  assessment  painted 
a  detailed  picture  of  the  Iraqi  mili¬ 
tary  establishment.  The  Army 
comprised  approximately  60,000 
troops,  manning  an  armored  (4,h 
Armored)  and  four  infantry  divi¬ 
sions  (l'1,  2nd.  5,h  Infantry  Divisions 
and  the  2nd  Mountain  Infantry  Divi¬ 
sion)  stationed  in  central  and 
northern  Iraq.  Iraq  also  boasted  a 
parachute  unit  of  550  personnel. 
Only  the  15,h  Independent  Brigade 
Group  was  stationed  near  Kuwait. 
Approximately  75  percent  of  army 
equipment  was  of  Soviet  origin. 

I  he  Army  had  260  Soviet-designed 
T-44  and  T-54  tanks — more  than 
half  of  its  armor — and  another 
15  IJS/l  K-origin  tanks  Soviet 
equipment  also  included  300  to 
400  armored  personnel  carriers. 

120  SU-100  self-propelled  guns,  and 
400  field  and  anti-tank  guns. 

Despite  this  influx  of  equipment, 
the  JIG  noted  that  army  readiness 
was  hindered  by  a  lack  of  trained 
officers  and  combat  experience, 
weak  logistics,  and  the  multiplicity 
of  arms  sources.  These  problems 
would  plague  the  Iraqi  Army 
throughout  the  1960s." 

MMemo  from  See  ret  ary  of  JIC.  'Outlook  for 
Iraq  over  the  Next  Twelve  Months." 

1  4  December  I960  (CAB  158  iZ),  and  JIC 
Assessment.  "Outlook  for  Iraq  over  tile  Next 
Twelve  Months. "  JIC  (61)  10.  IS  March  1961 
(CAB  1S8  1 2). 

''  JIC  Assessment  of  IS  March  1961  Also.  JIC 
Assessment,  "Iraqi  Threat  to  Kuwait  During 
the  Next  Twelve  Months."  JIC.  (61)  SB. 

18  August  1961  (CAB  1S8  •♦•»). 


66 

The  JIC  convinced 
Whitehall  the  risk  of 
invasion  was  high  and... 
precipitated  the  dispatch 
of  British  military  units 
to  Kuwait  during  July 
1961. 

The  Air  Force  and  Navy  contrib¬ 
uted  little  to  the  threat  equation. 

The  Iraqi  Air  Force  had  a  squadron 
of  II. -28  Beagle  bombers,  two 
squadrons  of  MiG- 17s.  and  two 
squadrons  of  British  Hunters  and 
Venoms.  It  had  begun  to  integrate 
MiG-19s.  Tlie  combat  aircraft  were 
based  in  central  and  northern  Iraq. 
The  JIC  assessed  that  the  air  force 
had  a  "moderate"  capability  in  its 
primary  role  of  army  support.  Over¬ 
all  air  defense  capabilities  were 
"  indifferent"  due  to  the  lack  of 
experienced  pilots  and  trained 
radar  operators.  The  Navy  com¬ 
prised  nine  ex-Soviet  P-6  patrol 
boats  and  four  river  gunboats.  Six 
of  the  P-6s  routinely  operated  in 
the  Gulf.  While  not  speaking  highly 
of  the  Nav  y,  the  JIC  later  pre- 
sciently  warned  of  the  potential 
danger  of  mining  by  dhows  or  simi¬ 
lar  small  craft  and  torpedo  attacks 
by  fast  patrol  boats." 


Heightened  Alert 

Alarming  reports  from  the  region  in 
mid- 1961  changed  the  picture  over¬ 
night.  By  25  June,  Iraq  had  begun 
to  harshly  criticize  the  recent 
Anglo-Kuwaiti  exchange  of  letters 
on  defense.  Sir  Humphrey 


•'JIC  Assessment.  “Iraqi  Threat  to  Kuwait 
During  the  Next  Twelve  Months."  JIC  (61 )  58. 
18  August  1961  (CAB  158  4»). 


Trevelyan,  the  I’K  Ambassador  in 
Baghdad,  and  his  military  attache 
issued  several  reports  that 
suggested  Iraq  was  preparing  to 
move  armor  from  Baghdad  south 
toward  Kuwait.1"  The  Foreign 
Office  reported  on  1  July  that  evi¬ 
dence  received  from  a  number  of 
sources  over  the  previous  few  days 
suggested  that  armor  and  addi¬ 
tional  infantry  were  moving  south 
from  Baghdad.  It  cited  prepara¬ 
tions  for  movement  of  armor  to  Al 
Basrah  (first  reported  27  June): 
administrative  steps  for  "warlike 
operations";  concentration  of  rail- 
wax’  flats  and  or  transporters  in 
Baghdad;  and  (on  30  June) south¬ 
ward  movement  of  armor  by  rail 
and  road.  ■' 

Sir  Humphrey  subsequently  wrote 
that  the  I'K  also  received  reports 
that  the  Iraqi  Minister  of  Housing 
had  been  directed  to  visit  Kuwait  to 
draw  up  plans  for  housing  there. 
The  Iraqi  Government  had  can¬ 
celled  leave  for  a  senior  Finance 
Ministry  official  who  was  then 
called  in  to  prepare  a  revised  bud¬ 
get  incorporating  Kuwait.  A  senior 
officer  of  an  Iraqi  armored  regi¬ 
ment  visited  Al  Basrah  to  arrange 
accommodations  for  the  regiment. 
Iraq  created  a  task  force,  desig¬ 
nated  its  commander,  and  moved 
advance  parties  from  several  divi¬ 
sions  south  to  Al  Basrah.  Finally.  Sir 
Humphrey  claimed  that  the  mili¬ 
tary  had  requisitioned  railway 
wagons. ,K 

'"Humphrey  Trevelyan.  T be  Middle  East  in 
Revolution  (London:  Northumberland  Press. 
19-()i.  pp  18"  192 

Message  from  Foreign  Office  to  I  K  Mission 
at  IN.  1  July  1961.  Records  of  Kuwait,  vol¬ 
ume  for  1961.  pp  2"2-2"5). 

,K'I  rev  eh  an.  pp  188-189. 
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Becoming  increasingly  concerned 
about  a  possible  invasion.  Great 
Britain  heightened  its  alert  status  on 
28  June.  The  following  day,  the 
l.'K's  Political  Resident  for  the  Per¬ 
sian  Gulf  sent  an  alarming  message: 


Kuvv  ait— Operation  Vantage— -dur¬ 
ing  July  1961. 

With  troops  on  the  ground  and 
with  analysis  pointing  to  hours 
instead  of  days  of  advance  notice, 
the  J  1(2  took  steps  to  significantly 


least  several  weeks  after  Operation 
Vantage  started.  By  3  July .  six  days 
after  the  initial  human  intelligence 
warnings.  RAP  Canberra  PR  9  air¬ 
craft  were  routinely  flying 
photoreconnaissance  missions 
along  the  Iraq-Kuwait  border;  hovv- 


Oasim  has  committed 
himself  publicly  and 
irrerocahly  lo  declara¬ 
tion  that  Kuwait  is  to 
be  incoiporated  into 
Iraq. . . .  He  is  in  the 
process  of  mewing  an 
armored  regiment  to 
liasrah  area  where  an 
infantry  brigade  is 
already  stationed  He 
will  he  in  position  to 
attach  Kuwait  within 
the  next  three  days .  . . 
W'e  are  dealing  trilh 
an  unbalanced  man 
whose  actions  are 
unpredictable.  We 
conclude  threat  to 
Kuwait  's  indepen¬ 
dence  is  as  grace  and 
imminent  as  it  could 
be.  and  that  we  are 
already  within  four 
days  warning  period 
enrisaged  in  Mintage 


ever,  severe  haze  often 
degraded  the  Canberras' 
oblique  imaging  range  and 
the  missions  failed  to  find 
the  tanks.  In  mid-August 
1961.  the  JIG  would  only 
say  that  the  reports  of  the 
movement  of  the  armored 
regiment  to  Ad  Diwaniyah 
south  of  Baghdad  had  not 
been  confirmed.  Sir  Hum¬ 
phrey  opined  that  the  Iraqi 
task  force  had  turned  back 
into  the  interior.-’1 


Adjusting  Warning 
Indicators 

With  the  intervention 
accomplished,  the  Joint 
Planning  Group  requested 
an  entirely  new.  compre¬ 
hensive  assessment  of  the 
Iraqi  threat  to  Kuwait.  More 
than  just  an  order  of  battle 


Plan. 


(CIA  m.ip )  iv\iew,  this  time  the  studv 


Taking  fast-mo\  mg  developments 
into  account,  the  JIG  produced  a 
series  of  intelligence  assessments 
that  convinced  Whitehall  the  risk  of 
invasion  was  high  and  Iraq  might 
attack  with  virtually  no  warning. 
These  assessments  precipitated  the 
dispatch  of  British  military  units  to 

1  ’  Message  Irom  I  K  Politica1  Resident  in 
Hah  i:iin  to  Foreign  Oil  ice.  29  June  1961. 
Records  of  Kuu  ait.  volume  or  1961.  pp,  261- 
262. 


increase  intelligence  collection  to 
enhance  warning.  It  also  notified  its 
heads  of  section  to  be  available  for 
recall  to  work  with  little  notice  J" 

The1  decision  to  intervene  remained 
controversial  because  the  I’nited 
Kingdom  acted  even  though  evi¬ 
dently  unable  to  corroborate 
human  intelligence  reports  with 
other  intelligence  sources.  I  K  pho- 
toreconnaissance  missions  did  not 
locate  the  armored  regiment  for  at 


was  to  pay  "special  atten¬ 
tion  to  factors  like  training  and 
morale."  On  18  August  1961,  the 

"Minutes  In >m  IIC  meeting  ot  29  June  1961 
(CAH  159  .55).  Relying  hcavilv  on  auhiu’s  in 
tile  PRO.  Mo  rice  Snell -Mendoza  wrote  an 
excellent  smnm.in  of  these  events  in  ''The 
Defence  ot  Oil  Mritam  s  Response  to  the 
Iraqi  Threat  u  wards  Kuwait,  1961."  Cun  tern 
pnrary  /intish  History  {  \utumn  1966).  pp.  55- 
62.  M,  Alani  also  produced  a  comprehensive 
studv  of  the  intervention  m  Operation  \ an 
tai>e  British  Mihtaiy  Infen  cut  inn  in  Kuwait 
1 90  /  (Surev  LA  AM.  1990). 

Trevelyan,  p.  1S9  Also  CI\C  MIDI'ASTs 
weekly  sit  rep.  15  Julv  1961  tCAH  21  tK60> 
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JIG  issued  its  report,  “Iraqi  Threat  to 
Kuwait  during  the  Next  Twelve 
Months."  The  assessment  con¬ 
cluded  that  Qasim  would  invade 
when  he  believed  that  invasion 
w'ould  help  him  silence  domestic- 
opponents  and  retain  power  by 
providing  a  “rapid  and  resound¬ 
ing"  success  abroad.  UK  withdrawal 
before  the  anticipated  arrival  of 
Arab  League  forces  would  tempt 
Qasim  to  attack  quickly.22 

The  JIC  paper  addressed  Iraqi 
attack  capabilities.  In  a  worst-case 
scenario,  it  judged  that  the  largest 
invasion  force  would  comprise  an 
infantry  division,  an  armored  bri¬ 
gade  (177  tanks)  and  a  parachute 
unit.  Armor  would  lead  on  a  broad 
front  astride  two  roads  and  attempt 
to  seize  the  Jal  az  Zaur  escarp¬ 
ment,  which  covered  the  approach 
to  Kuwait  town.  Light  forces  or 
supporting  formations  from  Bagh¬ 
dad  might  advance  east  from 
Al  Busayyah  to  outflank  the  escarp¬ 
ment  from  the  south.  Because  most 
of  these  assets  were  based  well 
away  from  the  border,  the  JIC  still 
hoped  that  the  IJK  hmbassy  in 
Baghdad  could  provide  four  days 
of  w-arning.23 

The  JIC  also  addressed  a  much 
smaller  invasion  scenario  that 
afforded  no  warning.  If  Iraq  were 
to  invade  with  only  the  forces  cur¬ 
rently  deployed  in  the  south,  it 
could  use  an  infantry  brigade  and 
possibly  an  armored  regiment 

22  Record  of  JIC'  meeting  addressing  threat  to 
Kuwait.  IS  July  1961  (CAB  159/35).  JIC 
Assessment,  "Iraqi  Threat  to  Kuwait  During 
the  Next  Twelve  Months."  JIC  (61)  58,  18 
August  1961  (CAB  158  vi). 

-*JIC  Assessment.  "Iraqi  Threat  to  Kuwait 
During  the  Next  Twelve  Months,"  JIC  (61)  58, 
18  August  1961  (CAB  158 'v»). 


moved  to  Ad  Diwaniyah,  a  facility 
located  approximately  200  miles  by- 
rail  to  the  northwest  of  Al  Basrah. 
The  brigade  could  move  on  gocxl 
roads  at  night  and  “concentrate" 
near  Basrah.  From  there,  the  bri¬ 
gade  would  also  cross  inter  Kuwait 
at  night.  The  mini-invasion  could 
thus  occur  without  “visual  warn¬ 
ing."  although  several  hours  would 
elapse  between  when  the  ground 
forces  crossed  the  border  and  when 
they  would  arrive  in  Kuwait  town.2’ 

The  Iraqi  Air  Force  would  support 
these  ground  assaults  by  bombing 
the  airfields  in  Kuwait  and  then 
prov  iding  close  air  support  to  the 
advancing  ground  forces.  The  JIC 
concluded  that  these  attacks  would 
be  “moderate  initially  but  quickly 
become  slight."  It  warned  that  Bea¬ 
gle  bombers  might  strike  Bahrain 
airfield,  one  of  the  British  Royal  Air 
Force's  (RAF's)  two  bases  in  the 
Gulf,  but  would  be  unlikely  to 
"neutralize”  it. 

To  guide  collection,  the  JIC  devel¬ 
oped  lists  of  indicators  based  on 
these  warning  scenarios.  Although 
the  lists  themselves  are  unavail¬ 
able,  the  August  JIC  paper 
identified  key  events  in  the  inva¬ 
sion  scenarios  and  evaluated  UK 
ability  to  collect  against  them.  The 
paper  focused  primarily  on  what 
members  of  the  British  Embassy  in 
Baghdad  might  observe.  Although 
the  paper  optimistically  stated  that 
“codeword  material”  might  provide 
information  regarding  “major  pre¬ 
paratory  military  moves  and/or 
military/air  states  of  alert,”  the  bot¬ 
tom  line  was  discouraging.  The 


2  *  Ibid 
2'"  Ibid. 


United  Kingdom  could  expect  no 
"visual  warning"  of  a  brigade-level 
attack  from  Ad  Diwaniyah  or  points 
south.  If  an  armored  regiment  from 
Baghdad  reinforced  the  brigade, 
London  might  be  lucky  enough  to 
get  2a  hours  of  warning  if  Iraq 
failed  to  mask  the  deployment.26 

A  larger  attack  force  would  require 
the  redeployment  of  several  units 
from  Baghdad.  In  this  case,  the 
British  Embassy  might  be  able  to 
give  four  days'  warning  of  the 
arrival  of  these  units  along  the 
southern  border.  However,  the 
Embassy's  collection  effort  might  be 
confounded  by  Iraqi  travel  restric¬ 
tions  or  by  prior  movement  of  the 
units  to  exercise  areas.  Alterna¬ 
tively.  the  JIC  postulated  that,  to 
reduce  detection,  Iraq  might  be 
willing  to  risk  a  substantial  delay  in 
the  arrival  of  its  second  echelon 
forces — and  might  not  begin  to 
move  the  units  from  Baghdad  until 
after  the  Ad  Diwaniyah  brigade 
crossed  the  border.2' 

Collection  against  preparations  for 
an  air  strike  would  fare  little  better. 
The  JIC  observed  that  the  Iraqi  Air 
Force  might  reduce  flight  activity  as 
a  precursor  to  attack.  If  Iraqi  secu¬ 
rity  measures  "permitted,"  the  UK 
air  attache  might  be  able  to  pro¬ 
vide  two  to  three  days  of  warning 
of  impending  air  operations  in  this 
scenario.2” 

Sensitive  to  rumors  of  a  revolt  in 
the  Iraqi  army  as  well  as  to  Iraqi 
troop  movements,  the  JIC  remained 
skittish  as  British  forces  began 

‘’Ibid 
r  Ibid 
2*?bid. 
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withdrawing  from  Kuwait  in  July 
and  an  Arab  League  force  pre¬ 
pared  to  move  in.  By  September, 
the  JIC  decided  to  consider  other 
indicators  of  Iraqi  intent  during  the 
UK  withdrawal.  The  ones  used  “so 
far"  were  insufficient  to  be  a  guide 
for  forces  in  the  field. 

Photoreconnaissance  and 
Political  Sensitivities 

The  declassified  record  shows  a 
major  emphasis  on  planning  for 
timely  photoreconnaissance  to  cor¬ 
roborate  human  intelligence 
reports,  liven  before  Operation 
Vantage,  the  UK  had  developed 
plans  to  fly  Canberra  photorecon- 
naissance  missions  intc  Iraqi 
airspace  as  far  north  as  Al  Basrah. 

In  January  I960,  the  UK  assumed  it 
would  have  four  days'  warning  if 
the  Iraqis  attempted  to  prepare  for 
an  attack  by  moving  forces  from 
Baghdad  to  Basrah.  The  Air  Minis¬ 
try  offered  the  Chiefs  of  Staff  a  plan 
to  virtually  blanket  sou; hern  Iraq 
with  Canberra  photoreconnais¬ 
sance  coverage  if  the  I  K  received 
such  warning.  The  planners 
assumed  that  night  movement  was 
unlikely  given  the  Iraqi  Army's 
unfamiliarity  with  large-scale  night 
operations,  particularly  in  that  area. 
This  dovetailed  with  the  Staffs  con¬ 
viction  that  the  Iraqis  would  be 
unlikely  to  detect  Canberras  flying 
high  level  daylight  missions.  With 
low  probability  of  Iraqi  detection, 
the  Air  Ministry'  hoped  that  the  for¬ 
eign  Office  would  find  the  missions 
acceptable.  The  Staff  expected  air- 

Chief*  of  Staff  Committee  minutes.  12  Sep¬ 
tember  1961,  Records  of  Kuwait,  volume  for 
1961.  p  22S. 


crews  to  observe  southbound 
movement  of  concentrations  of 
Iraqi  troops.  The  film  was  to  be 
interpreted  in  Bahrain  within  two 
and  a  half  hours  of  time  over- 
target.  A  force  of  three  Canberras 
flying  from  Bahrain  could  provide  a 
minimum  of  four  daylight  sorties 
per  day — a  figure  deemed  ade¬ 
quate  for  warning  of  major  moves 
south  from  Al  Basrah. 

Running  the  reconnaissance  flights, 
however,  proved  politically  tricky. 
The  RAF  had  flown  the  initial  such 
flight  during  Operation  Vantage  in 
July  1961,  but  only  after  gaining 
special  ministerial  approval  and  fly¬ 
ing  tinder  tightly  controlled 
conditions.  The  JIC  seemed  satis¬ 
fied  with  mission  results.  In 
October  1961.  the  JIC  proposed 
another  reconnaissance  flight  o\-er 
Iraq  to  locate  the  apparently  wan¬ 
dering  southern  armored  regiment. 
According  to  the  Chief's  of  Staff,  the 
presence  of  this  regiment  between 
Al  Basrah  and  Az  Zubayr  “domi¬ 
nates  our  thinking  and  planning." 
Members  of  the  JIC,  however,  had 
to  overcome  working-level  Foreign 
Office  “misgivings  about  political 
embarrassment."  Ultimately,  the 
Foreign  Office  polled  the  regional 
ambassadors  before  concurring 
with  the  proposttl.  By  9  November 
1961.  the  JIC  reported  that  the 
“recently"  flown  reconnaissance 
mission  over  Al  Basrah  had  allowed 
the  Ministry  of  Defense  to  adjust 
military  readiness.  The  RAF  also 
proposed  to  fly  long-range  oblique 


v'.Vk*mo  from  Scrreinry  of  Cabinet  to  Prime 
Minister,  “Inteliigence  on  Kuwait.”  12  January 
1962  (OHFK  13  268).  Annex  to  Chiefs  of  Staff 
(hereafter  COS)  memo  (60)  6.  "Air  Recon¬ 
naissance  in  the  Hum  ah 'Kuwait  Area  ” 

12  January  1962  (DI-FP  5/99). 


reconnaissance  missions  east  of 
Basrah  outside  Iraqi  air  space.-'1 

Kven  with  the  additional  imagery, 
enhancing  overall  collection  against 
Iraq  was  a  prolonged  process.  Over 
three  and  a  half  months  after  initiat¬ 
ing  Operation  Vantage,  the  JIC 
commented  that  "every  possible 
effort  is  being  made  to  improve  our 
intelligence  coverage  of  the  area, 
but  the  buildup  of  this  coverage- 
takes  time."12 

Responding  to  HUMINT  reporting 
that  prompted  renewed  invasion 
fears  in  December  1961,  the  JIC 
proposed  additional  reconnais¬ 
sance  missions  over  southern  Iraq. 
The  United  Kingdom  had  no  evi¬ 
dence  of  air  defense  capabilities  in 
southern  Iraq.  The  RAF'  assessed 
the  risk  of  detection  to  be  very 
slight,  and  that  of  identification  and 
interception  remote.  "  The  benign 
air  defense  environment  probably 
increased  chances  of  approval. 
Again  with  ministerial  concurrence, 
a  probable  Canberra  flew  a  mis¬ 
sion  on  2.3  December  1961.  The 
results  from  the  flight  convinced 
the  JIC  that  “most  of  the  alarmist 
reports"  about  Iraqi  military  inten¬ 
tions  could  be  discounted.  Second 
and  third  flights  were  approved  for 
late  December,  but  ultimately  not 
flown.  " 


“f  Confidential  annex  to  JIC.  meeting.  S  Otto 
Ixtr  1961  (CAB  1 59 '46).  Confidential  annex 
to  JIC  meeting.  12  October  1961  (CAB  149' 
.46).  Minute*  from  JIC  meeting,  9  November 

1961  (CAB  !S9'46) 

"JIC  Assessment.  '  Iraqi  Threat  to  Kuwait." 
JIC  (61)  88.  24  November  1961  (CAB  148' 
■rt). 

"  Memo  from  Secretary  of  Cabinet  to  Prime 
Minister.  " 'Intelligence  on  Iraq,"  12  January 

1962  (DKKK  I.V268). 
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The  substantial  lag  between  the 
time  of  the  initial  alarming  I  Il'MINT 
reports  and  the  Canberra’s  time 
ov  er  target  handicapped  the 
intelligence  effort.  The  approval 
process  to  fly  the  missions  required 
at  least  24  hours.  Given  the  proxim¬ 
ity  of  Iraqi  forces  to  Kuwait,  the  JIC 
wanted  much  faster  response  from 
a  trusted  collector  such  as  the  Can¬ 
berra.  The  JIC  concluded  that 
methods  of  obtaining  intelligence 
"within  our  control"  would  Ire  more 
reliable  Writing  to  the  Prime  Minis¬ 
ter.  the  Secretary  of  the  Cabinet 
railed  against  having  to  rely  on  the 
soft,  uncorroborated  reporting  that 
had  prompted  renewed  tensions  in 
December  1961.  "It  seems  inevita¬ 
ble."  he  underscored,  "that  we  shall 
continue  to  get  alarmist  bazaar 
rumors  of  Qasim's  intentions  and  if 
we  are  to  avoid  politically  embar¬ 
rassing  and  unnecessary  and 
expensive  military  movements  we 
must  have  means  to  confirm  or 
reject  such  reports."” 

To  enhance  the  timeliness  of  imag¬ 
er)'  collection,  the  JIC  requested 
that  the  CK  Political  Resident  for 
the  Persian  Gulf  be  delegated  the 
authority  to  authorize  one  recon¬ 
naissance  flight  over  Iraq  should  he 
have  indications  of  an  impending 
attack.  A  single  aircraft  flying  at 
30.000  feet  or  above  would  enter 
no  more  than  35  miles  into  Iraqi 
airspace.  Time  ov  er  Iraq  would  be 
approximately  20  minutes.  If  the 
aircraft  was  making  a  contrail,  the 
pilor  was  to  turn  back.  The  pro¬ 
posal  noted  that  there  was  no 
evidence  of  an  air  defense  capabil- 

"Ibid  Also,  memo  Irom  R.  l)e  Xuluela  m 
Prime  Minister's  Office  to  Cabinet  Office. 

IS  January  1962  (DI-IT  1 3  268) 
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The  Secretary  of  the 
Cabinet  railed  against 
having  to  rely  on  soft, 
uncorroborated 
reporting. . .  [including] 
‘alarmist  bazaar  rumors 
of  Qasim’s  intentions.’ 

it\'  in  the  south  and  the  risk  of 
detection  was  slight. 

The  Prime  Minister  approved  the 
request  on  9  February  1962.  This 
dispensation  was  so  sensitive  that  it 
required  his  reapproval  every 
90  days,  fortunately.  Kuwaiti-Iraqi 
relations  calmed  sufficiently  that, 
from  January  1962  to  as  late  as  May 
196-t.  Canberras  were  not  dis¬ 
patched  to  overfly  Iraq  at  the 
behest  of  either  Whitehall  or  the 
Political  Resident.  Reconnaissance 
flights  along  Iraq's  periphery  were 
sufficient,  and  these  were  reduced 
to  biweekly  intervals  by  196  t.  Great 
Britain  continued  to  fly  missions 
along  the  Iraq-Kuwait  border  until 
at  least  May  1968.” 


Developing  Invasion  Scenarios 

Warning  is  an  iterative  process  in 
which  attack  scenarios,  indicator 
lists,  and  collection  strategies 

1  Memo  from  Prime  Minister's  Office.  15  |an- 
uary  1962  (DLLL  13  20S) 

''  Memo  from  Secretary  of  Cabinet  to  Prime 
Minister.  Intelligence  on  Iraq."  12  January 
1962  tDLFF.  13  208)  Memo  from  Secretary  of 
Cabinet  to  Prime  Minister.  Intelligence  on 
Iraq."  9  I'ebriiaiy  1962  (DLLL  13  268)  Memo 
Irom  Prime  Minister's  Office.  15  January 
1962  Memo  Irom  Personal  Secretary  <PS>  to 
t  nclersecretary  ol  state.  21  May  196 1  (DLLL 
13  268).  Memo  Irom  PS  to  I'nilerseeretar)  of 
State.  21  May  190i  (DLLL  13  268)  See  also: 
David  Lee.  /  Iii>hi from  the  Uultl/f  linn  (Lon¬ 
don:  HMSO.  1980).  p  258 


evoh  e  in  relation  to  one  another. 
Throughout  the  treat)'  period,  the 
JIG  frequently  updated  its  estimates 
of  Iraqi  intentions  and  capabilities. 
In  November  1961,  the  Chiefs  of 
Staff  adv  ised  the  JIG  that  the  issue 
of  warning  time  and  the  associated 
determination  whether  or  not  to 
keep  I  K  forces  at  a  high  state  of 
alert  had  "wide  ramifications."  They 
asked  the  JIC  for  a  thorough  scrub 
of  Iraqi  military  capabilities,  inva¬ 
sion  timelines,  and  prospects  for 
I.ondon  and  the  theater  com¬ 
mander  receiving  indications  of 
attack.  This  time,  the  military 
w  anted  the  JIC  to  assess  the  likeli¬ 
hood  of  attack  in  addition  to  Iraq’s 
capability  to  attack. -w 

Responding  on  23  November  1961. 
the  JIC  issued  another  major  esti¬ 
mate  in  which  it  further  revised  its 
Iraqi  attack  scenarios.  It  concluded 
that  there  was  no  doubt  as  to 
Qasim’s  long-term  intention  to  seize 
Kuwait  "should  the  opportunity 
arise."  The  JIG  also  warned  that  we 
"must  expect  him  to  try  to  mislead 
us.  ”  The  paper  then  assessed  three 
possible  Iraqi  courses  of  action: 

•  A  "full  scale  deliberate  attack" 
with  a  minimum  force  of  one 
infantry  division  and  one  armored 
brigade,  which  would  require  at 
least  four  days  to  move  forces 
from  central  and  southern  Iraq  to 
a  concentration  area  close  to  the 
Iraq-Kuwait  border. 

•  A  "surprise  attack"  to  be  under¬ 
taken  by  the  forces  on  hand  near 
Kuwait,  with  no  advance  ground 
movements  or  changes  in  Air 

w Minutes  from  JIC  meeting.  9  November 
1961  (CAB  I  =>9  36). 
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Force  deplo\  merits  or  training, 
hut  with  reinforcements  from 
Baghdad  and  Ad  Diwaniyah  join¬ 
ing  tlie  attack  once  it  was 
underway. 

•  An  "opportunist  operation" — the 
likeliest  scenario — tl  at  would 
occur  with  virtually  no  warning 
and  involve  only  ground  forces 
on  hand  between  Al  Basrah  and 
Az.  Zubayr  in  the  south,  which 
could  concentrate  for  offensive 
operations  undetected  in  less  than 
2  t  hours,  and  perhaps  air  sup¬ 
port.  Such  action  might  follow 
subversion  in  Kuwait,  the  break¬ 
up  of  the  A  nib  League  Force  then 
based  in  Kuwait,  or  an  "obvious 
reduction"  in  I'K  ability  to  inter¬ 
vene.  Although  the  attack  force 
would  still  require  several  hours 
to  reach  vital  objectives  in  central 
Kuwait,  the  J1C  warned  that  "w  e 
cannot  rely  on  any  warning"  in 
either  this  scenario  or  that  of  the 
surprise  attack. w 

In  1962.  the  JIC  reassessed  the 
warning  times  associated  with  these 
scenarios.  For  the  first  time,  it 
explicitly  stated  that  no  Iraqi  attack 
would  occur  without  armor;  more¬ 
over.  Iraq  would  require  more  time 
than  earlier  estimated  to  transport 
its  armor  to  the  border  because  it 
had  moved  its  tanks  north  from  Ad 
Diwaniyah  and  southern  Iraq.  The 
JIC  assessed  that  at  least  an 
armored  regiment  would  partici¬ 
pate  in  the  "surprise"  and 
"opportunist"  attack  scenarios. 

Since  the  armor  was  n<  av  located  in 


'  |IC  A-vicnsivu’W.  “lraiji  Thu. at  to  Kuwait. 
JIC  (61)  88.  2  3  November  19«>1  (CAH  138 
i  t)  Minutes  of  COS  Cummin iv  meeting. 
28  November  1961.  Records  ■»/ Kuwait,  vol 
ume  lor  1961.  pp.  232-23-1. 


Baghdad  and  points  north,  the  JIC 
concluded  that  London  wot  Id 
receive  at  least  28  hours  warning 
between  when  Iraqi  armor  started 
moving  and  when  it  reached  the 
border  with  Kuwait.  At  the  other 
extreme,  indications  of  a  full-scale 
deliberate  attack — a  less  likely  sce¬ 
nario — could  appear  as  much  as 
seven  days  before  an  invasion.  The 
ongoing  Kurdish  campaign  had 
sharply  reduced  the  force  availabil¬ 
ity  and  operational  readiness 
required  for  action  against 
Kuwait 

Citing  the  latest  JIC  Assessment,  the 
Chief  of  Defence  Staff  summarized 
the  conclusions  for  the  Prime  Minis¬ 
ter  in  March  1962.  He  noted  that 
Iraq  still  was  handicapped  by  lack 
of  arm>  training  and  had  no  armor 
in  the  south.  Moreover.  I  'K  intelli¬ 
gence  on  Iraq  had  improved. 

Stating  that  Qasim  would  not  attac  k 
without  armor,  he  also  concluded 
that  the  military  expected  seven 
days  notice  for  a  full-scale  attack 
and  28  hours  of  warning  for  the 
“opportunist"  scenario. "' 

The  JIC  repeated  this  line  in 
November  1962.  By  then.  Iraq  had 
deployed  the  equivalent  of  two 
infantry  divisions  (with  medium 
artillery  and  armor)  to  deal  with  the 
Kurds  in  the  north  and  all  armor 
remained  in  or  north  of  Baghdad. 
The  JIC  still  judged,  therefore,  mat 
Great  Britain  would  have  28  hours 
of  warning.  It  cautioned,  however. 

•"Minutes  from  JIC  Meeting.  22  Mjr.1i  1962 
((.‘AH  139  3~V.  aru.1  JIC  Assessment  Iratji 
Threat  to  Kuwait  in  the  Next  Nix  Months  JIC 
(62)  8",  30  November  1962  (CAH  138  C). 
•'Memo  from  Chief  of  Defence  Staff  to  1  ume 
Minister.  Kuwait-Keadiness  tor  Intervention. 
28  March  1962. 


that  if  the  tanks  moved  to  the 
south,  the  I'K  would  lose  its  key 
warning  indicator  of  invasion.  A 
mini-invasion  force  could  cross  the 
border  undetected.  '- 

These  basic  attack  scenarios  domi¬ 
nated  I'K  assessments  of  Iraq 
throughout  the  1960s.  although 
judgments  regarding  intentions  and 
capabilities  varied.  Qasim's  over¬ 
throw  and  the  signing  of  the  Iraq- 
Kuwait  accord  in  the  fall  of  1963 
diminished  the.-  likelihood  of  a  cold¬ 
blooded  ca dilated  attack.  1'he  JIC 
accordingly  shifted  its  emphasis  to 
a  scenario  of  invasion  precipitated 
by  instability  in  Kuwait.  Although 
the  1960s  were  characterized  by  a 
Hood  of  Soviet  weapons  into  Iraq, 
the  JIC  actually  reduced  its  assess¬ 
ment  of  Iraqi  readiness  to  move 
against  Kuwait  as  time  wore  on 
because  Baghdad's  forces  were 
committed  to  a  protracted,  set-piece 
struggle  in  Kurdistan,  liven  the  tiny 
proportion  of  forces  deployed  in 
the  south  was  occasionally  ordered 
north. 


Post  “Vantage”  Warning 
Challenges 

The  intelligence  picture  was  not  in 
clear  focus  when  tensions  rose  at 
the  end  of  1961.  but  the  JIC  leaned 
forward  to  fulfill  its  warning 
responsibilities.  On  21  December,  it 
stated  that  Kuwaiti  military  sources 
had  detected  indications  of  an 
impending  Iraqi  ground  assault 
against  Kuwait.  Although  noting  the 
key  source  had  often  been 

,JJIC  Assessment,  ‘  Iraip  Threat  in  Kuwait  in 
the  Next  Nix  Months."  JIC  (62)  8“\  30  Novem 
her  1962  (CAH  138  C). 
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unreliable,  the  JIC  summarized  the 
reporting,  which  included  refer¬ 
ences  to  preparation  for  a  large 
exercise  to  be  held  in  southern  Iraq 
from  23  to  25  December:  small 
arms  shipments  to  Al  Basrah;  an 
Iraqi  request  to  move  railway  cars 
between  Ad  Diwaniyah,  An  Nasir- 
iyah.  and  Al  Basrah;  and  Iraqi  air 
activity  near  Kuwait.  Lending 
more  credence  to  reporting  than 
was  perhaps  warranted,  the  Cabi¬ 
net  Office  sent  a  flash  precedence 
report  to  the  operating  forces  on 
26  December  summarizing  a  JIC 
Assessment  that  Iraq  had  moved  a 
substantial  number  of  paratroopers 
from  Baghdad  to  A!  Basrah  on 
24  or  25  December.  "  The  UK  Gov¬ 
ernment  Communications 
Headquarters  (GO  IQ)  had  detected 
anomalies  in  Iraqi  ground  commu¬ 
nications  on  22  December  but  these 
were  insufficient  to  provide  a  con¬ 
vincing  case  for  invasion.1’  The  UK 
Ambassador  in  Baghdad,  however, 
discounted  the  interpretation  that 
troop  movements  were  related  to 
training,  asserting  that  a  large  exer¬ 
cise  involving  the  3ri1  and  4"’ 
Divisions  could  not  be  carried  out 
because  the  units  were  widely  dis¬ 
persed  and  the  Iraqi  Army  had  little- 
experience  in  carrying  out  division- 
level  exercises. Unable  to  corrob¬ 
orate  or  discount  the  reporting,  the 
UK  ordered  the  previously  men¬ 
tioned  Canberra  reconnaissance 


•'Cabinet  level  assessment  ol  Iraqi  threat  anti 

I  K  collection  posture.  22  December  1961. 
Records  of  the  Prune  Minister's  Office  ( RRF..M ) 

II  s3W. 

"  Message  from  Cabinet  Office  to  operational 
staffs  including  the  Middle  hast  Command. 
26  December  1961  (PR DM  11  1.339) 
■'Cabinet-level  assessment.  22  December 
1961 

"'Message  from  1'K  I'mbassy  Baghdad  to 
Foreign  Office.  22  December  1961  (PRI..M 
11  t339). 


66 

Washington  did  not  share 
London’s  faith  in 
reporting  that  suggested 
an  assault  was  imminent. 
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missions  over  and  around  southern 
Iraq.1'  Meanwhile,  the  Political  Res¬ 
ident  remained  skeptical  that  Iraq 
could  have  flown  paratroopers  to 
the  south  undetected,  citing  the 
lack  of  activity  noted  by  the  consu¬ 
late  in  Al  Basrah, 
photoreconnaissance  missions 
flown  from  Bahrain,  and  radars  in 
Kuwait  that  monitored  southern 
Iraq. ,H 

Washington  did  not  share  London's 
faith  in  reporting  that  suggested  an 
assault  was  imminent.  On 
29  December,  the  Assistant  Secre¬ 
tary  of  State  for  Near  Pastern  and 
South  Asian  Affairs  wrote,  "The 
intelligence  items  on  which  the 
British  acted  did  not  seem  to  us  to 
indicate  any  real  danger  ...  We  arc- 
inclined  to  believe  that  it  would  be 
extremely  difficult  for  Qasim  to 
launch  a  surprise  attack  on 
Kuwait."  In  view  of  the  potential 
adverse  effects  of  yet  another  Brit¬ 
ish  intervention  in  Kuwait,  he 
recommended  that  the  I'nited 
States  advise  the  British  of  the 
"sharp  cleavage  between  our  esti¬ 
mate  of  the  imminence  of  an  attack 
and  theirs." 

The  next  major  warning  challenge- 
occurred  nearly  two  years  later, 
when  Iraq  began  moving  an 


r  Cabinet-level  assessment,  22  December 
1961.  Message  from  Cabinet  Office. 

2(>  December  1961. 

* Message  from  UK  Political  Representati\  e 

10  foreign  Office.  1"  December  1961  (PRPM 

11  059). 


armored  regiment  south  to  Al 
Basrah,  according  to  reporting  of 
December  1963-  UK  forces 
committed  to  defending  Kuwait  had 
lowered  their  alert  status  during 
196.3  as  a  result  of  optimistic  JIC 
assessments  regarding  Iraqi  inten¬ 
tions  and  the  lowered  slate  of  Iraqi 
military  readiness  in  the  south.’11 
The  JIG  initially  evaluated  the 
armored  regiment  as  har  ing  sub¬ 
standard  operational  capability,  low 
morale,  and  potentially  dubious 
loyalty.  Further  reducing  percep¬ 
tions  of  military  readiness  in  the 
south,  much  of  the  15,h  infantry  bri¬ 
gade  previously  stationed  there  had 
deployed  northward.  The  JIC 
assessed  that  any  attack  would 
require  the  return  of  the  infantry 
brigade  followed  by  a  "consider¬ 
able"  period  of  training.  It  also 
judged  an  attack  unlikely  because 
Baghdad  remained  preoccupied 
with  internal  power  struggles  and 
because  Kuwait  appeared  calm 
domestically.’1 

Nevertheless,  given  its  significance 
for  reduced  warning  time,  the 
southward  armor  move  raised  sev  ¬ 
eral  flags.  The  JIC  revised  and 
distributed  a  new  list  of  indicators 
of  an  Iraqi  attack  on  Kuwait  and 
attempted  to  boost  collection.  The 
UK  retained  a  Canberra  in  Bahrain 


"Memorandum  from  Assistant  Secretary  of 
State  for  War  Pastern  and  South  Asian  Affairs 
to  Inder  Secretary  of  State  for  Political 
Affairs.  “I  'nited  States  Responses  to  Tension 
Regarding  Kuwait.  29  December  1961. 
ms.  \ol.  XVII.  1961-1962.  Near  Past, 
pp.  3~6-3~’~V 

'"Memo  from  Mr  Hockaday  (Ministry  of 
Defence)  to  T  1  Bligh  (Prime  Minister's 
Office).  2  April  1963  ( PRF.M  11  *339) 

4|  Pxtract  from  Chiefs  of  Staff  ^lst  meeting. 
The  Threat  to  Kuwait."  December  196.3 
(DPPK  1  1  226).  and  note  to  Minister.  “Threat 
to  Kuwait'  ( DITT  "  2122) 
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despite  earlier  plans  to  return  it  to 
Cyprus,  and  the  Air  Ministry  was  to 
he  asked  to  consider  providing  a 
second  Short  of  Arab  linguists,  the 
GO  IQ  sought  to  obtain  additional 
Arab  linguists  from  elsewhere  in 
the  government.'1-  To  supplement 
photoreconnaissance,  the  Ministry 
of  Defense  sought  vital  reporting 
on  the  state  of  Kuwaiti  internal 
affairs,  particularly  anv  indications 
of  dissension  in  the  royal  family. v 

The  presence  of  armor  so  far  south 
increased  theJICs  apprehension 
when  Iraq  and  Fgypt  conducted  a 
publicized  ground  exercise  in 
southern  Iraq  in  1964.  In  late  Sep¬ 
tember,  the  British  Embassy  in 
Kuwait  advised  the  Kuwaiti  Chief  of 
Staff  that  Iraq  was  preparing  to 
conduct  exercises,  including 
armored  participants  from 
Az  Zubavr,  along  t fie  Kuwaiti  bor¬ 
der.  Although  he  did  nett  believe  an 
attack  was  likely,  the  Commander 
in  Chief.  British  Forces  Middle  Hast, 
reported  he  would  "unobtrusively" 
increase  the  state  of  alert  in  the 
Gulf.  This  included  arranging  for  a 
second  Canberra  reconnaissance 
aircraft  in  Bahrain.  Not  viewing  the 
maneuvers  as  "anything  sinister," 
the  Kuwaitis  nevertheless  stepped 
up  intelligence  collection  against 
Iraq.  They  doubled  the  number  of 
personnel  assigned  to  their  commu¬ 
nications  intelligence  watch 
monitoring  Iraqi  elements  in 
Al  Basrah.  The  Kuwaiti  Air  Force 
also  conducted  routine  surveil¬ 
lance  flights  along  the  frontier. ^ 

'’Set.-  also  memo  to  Ministci  entitled.  "The 
I h rear  to  Kuwait.”  Deermlx  r  1963 

(  dkh-;  -*u\  22). 

"‘Memo  to  Defence  Ministei  for  use  in  the 
Defence  and  Overseas  Police  Committee, 

18  Decenvx-r  196.3  ( DKI'l!  l.i'26H>. 


Reassessing  Triggers  for 
Invasion 

Although  UK  analysts  and  military 
planners  increasingly  judged  Iraq  to 
be  internally  preoccupied  and 
unlikely  to  invade  its  neighbor,  they 
nevertheless  feared  a  scenario  in 
which  internal  instability  in  Kuwait 
might  "tempt"  Baghdad  to  inter¬ 
vene.  In  December  1963.  with 
reports  of  armor  moving  south,  the 
Chairman  of  the  JIC  advised  the 
Chiefs  of  Staff  that  "the  only  factor 
which  might  lead  the  Iraqis  to  take 
overt  action  in  Kuwait  would  be  if 
circumstances  arose  in  Kuwait 
which  led  the  Iraqis  to  believe  that 
they  could  arrive  there  unopposed 
before  we  could  intervene."  He 
continued.  "It  is,  therefore,  most 
important  that  the  situation  in 
Kuwait  is  kept  under  constant  sur¬ 
veillance  and  HM  ambassador  there 
has  been  asked  to  take  particular 
care  to  report  anything  that  might 
give  an  indication  of  internal 
troubles."’’ 


The  JIC  developed  this  theme  in 
the  spring  of  1964.  It  warned  that 
in  the  event  of  a  pro-Iraqi  coup 
inside  Kuwait.  Baghdad  "might  well 
find  it  politically  difficult  to  resist 
mov  ing  their  existing  forces  in  the 
Basrah/  Zubayr  area  into  Kuwait” 
despite  the  risk  of  British  interven¬ 
tion.’''  The  JIC  doubted  that  London 
would  receive  muc  h  warning  of  a 


Letter  fiom  IK  Ftnbassy/  Kim  :•  i(  to  Foreign 
Office.  20  September  196 4,  Records  of 
KuicuU.  1961 -1965.  volume  for  196 4.  p  1^5 
Message  from  CINC  MIDFAST  to  Minister  ot 
Defence.  6  October  196»  (DHFK  13  268)  I.e: 
ter  from  British  Kmbavsy  Kins  ait  to  Foieign 
Office.  19  October  1964.  Records  of  Kuwait 
1961  1965.  volume  for  1 9(3* .  p  (5r  Letter 
from  Briish  FmBassy/ Kuw  ait  to  Foreign 
Office.  1  i  October  196  4.  Records  of  Ki  wait 
1961-1965,  volume  for  196  4.  p.H3 
"Memo  to  Minister.  "The  Threat  to  Kuwait’ 
(DHIT.  13  268). 


coup,  much  to  the  concern  of  the 
Prime  Minister,  who  commented. 
"The  lack  of  warning  is  rather  dis¬ 
turbing.  I  lave  we  informed  the 
ruler?  What  is  the  intelligence  sys¬ 
tem  doing  inside  Kuwait  so  that  the 
internal  situation  can  be 
watched?"’'  The  JIC  subsequently 
expanded  on  the  assessment, 
concluding: 

The  Iraqis  ironic!  he  unlikely  to 
launch  cm  opportunist  attack 
unless  they  estimated  that  they 
could  establish  control  in  Kuwait 
before  British  troops  inter¬ 
vened.  . . .  Although  Iraqi  and 
Tgyptian  opportunities  for  subver¬ 
sion  in  Kuwait  will  increase,  the 
chances  of  a  successful  coup 
against  the  Amir  are  low.  and  we 
believe  that  there  is  a  good 
chance  of  obtaining  timely 
knowledge  of  internal  unrest, 
which  might  lead  to  a  revolt,  from 
sources  within  Kuwait  hut  there 
can  he  no  guarantee  of  signifi¬ 
cant  warning  of  the  actual  start 
of  a  coup  d'etat. sx 

This  assessment  prompted  the  Brit¬ 
ish  to  revise  military  planning  to 
focus  more  on  coup  suppression  as 
a  way  to  forestall  an  Iraqi  invasion. 
The  JIC  was  asked  to  respond  to  a 
comprehensive  set  of  questions  on 
Kuwaiti  instability,  including  w  hat 
forms  ;t  coup  might  take,  what  kind 
of  political  or  tactical  warning 
could  be  expected,  and  how  fast 
the  Iraqi  ground  anti  air  forces  in 
the  Basrah/Zubayr  area  could  react. 

'“Defence  Planning  Muff  memo.  “Action 
Against  a  Possible  Coup  in  Kuwait."  15  April 
1964  (DFFK  1 1  226). 

""Note  from  Prime  Minister.  2  4  July  196-4 
( DKI-T'  13  268:. 

"Defence  Planning  Stall.  "Revised  Concept 
for  Inler\ ention  in  Kuwait.'  9  February  1965 
<Dm-  25  1 19:. 
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The  JIG  response  that  summer  was 
discouraging.  Again,  it  was  pointed 
out  that.  "There  is  a  good  chance  of 
obtaining  timely  knowledge  of 
internal  unrest  which  might  lead  to 
a  revolt  from  sources  within 
Kuwait,  but  there  can  be  no  cer¬ 
tainty  of  this,  nor  can  there  be  any 
guarantee  of  significant  warning  of 
the  actual  start  of  a  coup.  More¬ 
over.  periods  of  tension  indicating 
the  possibility  might  last  for 
months. 

Winding  Down  in  the  Gulf 

In  the  tall  of  1968,  the  Chiefs  of 
Staff  issued  a  report  on  the  antici¬ 
pated  Iraqi  threat  through  the  end 
of  1971  when  I'K  forces  would 
withdraw.  They  concluded  that  any 
form  of  Iraqi  attack  was  unlikely  as 
long  as  the  Gulf  remained  stable 
elsewhere.  Baghdad's  own  internal 
tensions,  the  attitude  of  other  Arab 
states.  Kuwait's  international  status, 
and  the  l.'K's  defense  commitment 
would  dissuade  Iraq  from  invading 
its  neighbor.  Citing  a  JIG  Assess¬ 
ment,  the  Chiefs  of  Staff  still 
identified  instability  in  Kuwait  as  a 
residual  worry.  The  report  pointed 
out  that  an  Arab-Iran  confrontation 
might  trigger  instability  in  Kuwait 
and  increase  the  likelihood  of  an 
Iraqi  attack.  It  concluded  that  the 
Kuwaiti  ruling  family  should  be 
able  to  control  domestic  opposi¬ 
tion.  In  the  unlikely  event  that  the 
Sabahs  were  unable  to  suppress 
opposition  and  the  Kuwaiti  mili¬ 
tary  had  to  quell  serious  unrest, 

'■Defence  Planning  Staff  memo.  "Military 
Assistance  to  Kuwait."  1"  March  1965  (DKFK 
25  119);  and  Chiefs  of  Staff  Committee*.  Brit¬ 
ish  Military  Assistance  to  Kuwait.  50  June 
1905  (DFFF  25  1 19). 
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By  mid-1970,  Iraqi 
military  presence  along 
the  border  with  Kuwait 
had  increased... [but] 
indicators  of  imminent 
danger  were  not  present 
and  British  troops  left  the 
Gulf  in  1971  as  planned. 
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howev  er.  Iraq  might  be  able  to 
seize  Kuwait  using  only  forces  sta¬ 
tioned  near  Al  Basrah,  along  with 
air  support.  Such  a  seizure  might 
occur  before  the  UK  could 
intervene  effectively.  Once  again, 
the  intelligence  warning  was  quali¬ 
fied:  “Serious  unrest  in  Kuwait 
should  alert  us  to  this  possibility  in 
time... (but)  there  is  no  guarantee  of 
this.""" 

As  of  October  1968.  Iraq  still  had 
only  one  infantry  brigade  and  one 
tank  battalion  near  the  border  with 
Kuwait  that  could  make  a  swift 
attack  along  the  lines  of  the 
“opportunist"  scenario.  These  units, 
however,  could  be  supported  by  a 
growing  air  force.  IL-28s  and 
TU-16s  operating  from  Habbaniyah 
(near  Baghdad)  and  about  60  per¬ 
cent  of  Iraqi  fighter  force — as  many 
as  229  fighters — could  deploy  to 
the  Basrah  Zubayr  area  on  short 
notice.  On  the  ground,  the  grow¬ 
ing  Kuwaiti  Air  Force  “should”  be 
able  to  delay  the  attack,  although 
the  Chiefs  of  Staff  characterized  its 
defensive  capability  as  “mediocre.' 
The  Ministry-  of  Defence  ruled  out 
the  more  daunting  scenario — a 
full-scale  attack  by  at  least  one 


''Appendix  1  lo  Annex  A  u>  COs  "3  6K.  "The 
Threat  and  Capabilities  of  the  Iraqi  and 
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(DKFK  11  hi"). 


infantry  division  and  an  armored 
brigade — as  long  as  Iraq's  prob¬ 
lems  in  Kurclisan  and  Arab-Israeli 
tensions  remained  unsettled."1 

By  mid- 19^0.  however,  the  JIG 
reported  that  the  Iraqi  military  pres¬ 
ence  along  the  border  with  Kuwait 
had  increased  to  one  mechanized 
infantry  brigade,  two  armored  regi¬ 
ments  (90  tanks),  and  “ample" 
artillery  support.  Some  70  ground 
attack  fighters  and  nearly  60  air 
defense  fighters  along  with 
19  TU-lOs  and  IL-28s  represented 
the  air  threat.  Kuwait,  with  two 
infantry  brigades  and  one  armored 
brigade,  was  judged  likely  to  be 
hard  pressed  to  slop  even  the 
“opportunist'  attack  that  British 
intelligence  had  envisioned. "- 
Despite  these  conclusions,  indica¬ 
tors  of  imminent  danger  were  not 
present  and  British  troops  left  the 
Gulf  in  19"'l  as  planned. 

Intelligence  and 
Decisionmaking 

The  UK  intelligence  collection, 
analysis,  and  dissemination  system 
allowed  British  forces  to  posture 
appropriately  to  counter  threats  of 
an  Iraqi  invasion  of  Kuwait.  Of  key 
importance,  UK  leaders  were  pre¬ 
disposed  to  heed  intelligence 
warnings.  The  Persian  Gulf  had 
long  been  on  Whitehall's  watch  list, 
because  of  UK  oil  interests  and  the 
legacy  of  decades  of  Britain's 
indirect  rule  in  the  Gulf.  London, 

■  'Ibid  Also.  Internal  foreign  Office  memo 
from  M  Weir.  Kuwait,  20  April  190". 
Records  of  Foreign  and  Commonwealth 
Ol'fue  8  02". 

-Assistant  Chief  of  Defence  Staff.  Polio  Min¬ 
utes  "()  1S9.  50  Jul>  19"0  (DI-IT:  .51  40). 
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for  example,  had  considered  send¬ 
ing  troops  to  Kuwait  n  July  1958, 
when  the  Qasim  coup  occurred.  In 
other  words,  the  Middle  Hast  com¬ 
mand  was  spring-loaded  to  enter 
Kuwait — with  or  without  an  Iraqi 
invasion — and  was  keenly  attuned 
to  intelligence  reporting.  The  sud¬ 
den  change  in  Iraqi  rhetoric  toward 
Kuwait  immediately  alter  the 
Anglo-Kuwaiti  exchange  of  letters 
in  mid- 1901  propelled  UK  decision¬ 
makers  into  action,  despite  the 
ambiguous  HI 'MINT  -eports  of  lim¬ 
ited  force  movements  at  the  time. 

The  JIC's  warning  capabilities  were 
handicapped  by  limited  collection 
assets,  but  at  the  same  time  bol¬ 
stered  by  the  relatively 
straightforward  ground  warning 
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Of  key  importance,  UK 
leaders  were  predisposed 
to  heed  intelligence 
warnings. 

problem  it  laced  in  the  Gulf. 
Assessing  Baghdad's  capabilities 
was  not  complicated:  its  army  was 
militarily  unready,  static,  tied  down 
in  providing  internal  security  ser¬ 
vices,  anc.  eventually  mired  in 
protracted  warfare  in  Kurdistan. 
Most  force  moves  took  place  gradu¬ 
ally.  allowing  British 
decisionmakers  time  to  react.  The 
IK  warning  construct  remained  rel¬ 
atively  simple  as  long  as  few  Iraqi 
units  were  located  near  Kuwait. 

Gauging  Baghdad's  intentions  was 
far  more  difficult,  particularly 


following  the  seizure  of  power  by 
mercurial  elites.  Considering  a 
bolt-from-the-blue  scenario  bereft 
of  other  indicators,  the  JIG  was 
convinced  that  the  handful  of 
forces  along  the  border  could  cross 
into  Kuwait  before  detection.  Also, 
analysts  were  not  sanguine  about 
their  ability  to  warn  of  a  Kuwaiti 
coup  that  might  trigger  such  an 
invasion. 

JIG  Assessments  in  the  1960s 
appear  to  have  enjoyed  high  credi¬ 
bility  within  the  British  military 
establishment.  The  warning  time¬ 
lines  they  provided  were  central  to 
UK  military  planning  to  defend 
Kuwait  for  over  a  decade. 
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